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Sunday 10th May 2009 
 
Not to find one’s way in a city may well be uninteresting and banal. It requires 
ignorance – nothing more. But to lose oneself in a city – as one loses oneself in a 
forest – that calls for quite a different schooling. 
– Walter Benjamin, A Berlin Chronicle 
 
The work of an artist usually ends a couple of days prior to the opening of an 
exhibition. In contemporary art practice, the curator has the entire global art 
production at his disposal. He narrows down possibilities according to his own taste, 
experience, background, ideology or theory; he uses artworks – certainly in the case 
of group exhibitions – to make an argument. He assembles artworks thematically, 
discursively, formally, intuitively, polemically – and so on. 
 Temporary City is intentionally different. In this exhibition there is no curator 
and no fixed theme involved; the artists not only decide, on the spot, what will 
become the exhibited art (the artworks they have brought with them to the exhibition, 
or the artworks they have brought here to be exhibited, or the artworks they will be 
making prior to the opening of the exhibition, in four or five days time), they also give 
this art a specific place inside the exhibition space at Atelierhof in Berlin. Since 
yesterday, since Saturday, 15 artists have been present here (although not always 
literally, since some of them have, at the moment, other jobs elsewhere in the world), 
and they will not leave until the opening of the exhibition on the evening of Friday 
15th. 
 (That does not mean there are not other people present during the preparation 
and installation of the exhibition. I will be watching, listening and writing as much as 
I can, in order to capture the process, the difficulties, the quarrels, the choices and the 
results in a text. Toon Leën will be watching, listening and filming as much as he can, 
in order to capture these same things in a film. His presence has led to much 
resistance from the artists – much more than mine. They do not like to be filmed or 
recorded; the making of images is the task of art, and when some director is making 
more images from the ways they are making and presenting images themselves, this 
poses a threat to the way the exhibition is made and remembered. I could – and do – 
feel comfortable about my more favourable and generally accepted position. But on 
the other hand, maybe my work – and thus these writings – are considered safe, 
unrevealing, powerless, nice and uncritical; maybe the status of the word – in these 
surroundings, in this world – is indeed futile compared to the status of the image. In 
the end, it is only the image that will attract attention, power, importance, meaning 
and remembrance.) 
 The artists involved in Temporary City have three tasks: they make art, they 
take art and they place art. This triple combination stimulates questions that make us 
think differently about what art is all about. When 15 artists decide to make an 
exhibition together, ‘democratically’, as a powerful group of young befriended 
individuals, can this result even be called an exhibition – or is it rather one big new 
monstrous work of art? Does the absence of a theme – or more generally put: the 
absence of something that links the artists and their works together other than simple 
coincidence and relationships and networks – not necessarily impose new themes: the 
‘problem’ of Berlin, the use of the architectural exhibition structure and the exhibition 
space, the battle of different media and approaches, the temporality of all art? How 
will this ‘process’ of making an exhibition be visible inside the exhibition space? 
What has become of the romantic loneliness of the artistic project, when to make this 
adventure succeed, talk and compromise are necessary, and no artist can be alone for 
longer than five minutes? And finally: what will be handed over to the public: an 
exhibition that can only speak about the way it has been made – and that by doing so, 
must keep silent, as a form of meta-art, about everything that art has up until now 
spoken about?  
 It is Sunday, and every Sunday is silent, sunny and without pressure. 
Everybody talks, quietly; nothing is certain and everything is happy to be uncertain; 
all things are open to friendly discussion and interpretation. The aforementioned 
questions constantly snap, break and present themselves, like twigs during a walk in 
the forest. But here in Berlin at the Atelierhof, the forest is a still, empty exhibition 
space. Only on Sunday evening, when Monday morning is near, do the pressure and 
the uncertainty impose themselves – what is to be done before Friday evening – 
opening night – comes? 
 
Monday 11th May 2009 
 
Artworks seem to be genuinely sick and helpless – the spectator has to be led to the 
artwork, as hospital workers might take a visitor to see a bedridden patient. It is in 
fact no coincidence that the word ‘curator’ is etymologically related to ‘cure’.  
– Boris Groys, Art Power 
 
In an exhibition, works of art are matched. They start to belong together; they search 
an equal ‘other’ in order to exist inside the exhibition space and inside a temporary, 
artificial installation. The curator acts here as a matchmaker. But at the same time, the 
reasons for his existence go deeper and have deeper results. In a modern, secularised 
world, the work of art no longer has the luxury of being part of a natural whole. Art 
no longer refers to the stable, well-ordered and happy world in which every human act 
is enriched and justified by the acts of religion and the glory of God. Once artworks 
are released from the studio or the mind of the artist they enter a world without truth, 
without meaning, without God; artworks in a vacuum in which everything is possible 
and nothing is valuable. Artworks become images, like all the other images in our 
contemporary world, that is aimed at easy, quick and thoughtless transactions. Art is 
too weak and vulnerable; art cannot exist without eventually being swallowed by the 
meaninglessness of the world, like Jonah was swallowed by the whale. 
 That is why, no matter how modest the art practice at stake might be, man has 
invented all kinds of tools to help art, to rescue it from meaninglessness. One of these 
inventions is the museum; another is curatorship. The curator is the mediator between 
art and the wicked world; he is one of the many actors that modernity has come up 
with, because things or persons can no longer just be. Because individuals cannot just 
live or socialise, they have psychiatrists at their disposal; because citizens cannot just 
live in a country, they have politicians; because human beings cannot always do the 
right thing, they have police men; because people cannot just think or learn, they have 
universities and professors; because group exhibitions cannot be simply ‘made’, there 
is a curator. 
 In the making of Temporary City, no curator is involved. So there seem to be 
two extreme possibilities: either the artists ‘play’ curator and rescue the works from 
this world, or the artists get rid of the taboo of autonomous, self-evident art, and they 
just let art be. 
 On Monday, as is usually the case on Mondays, the pressure to work becomes 
very high (it is the beginning of the week) and very relative at the same time (the end 
is still far, far away). That is why a small experiment seems appropriate. Just like in a 
relationship, a couple is or should be the least unstable bond that is possible between 
individual entities. Today, the artists go on a blind date: pairs of artists, together with 
their plans or their works of art, take a trip in the land of the exhibition space. 
Possibilities are touched upon, affinities are laid bare, desires and taboos are revealed. 
But what really happens when artists match their works with the works of others? 
Isn’t the concern for the audience (and for the interpretation) much bigger (and rightly 
so) when making an exhibition than when making an artwork? It might be possible for 
an artwork to do without a master-narrative; it might be possible for artists to not 
think about a master-narrative – but does the same apply for exhibition makers and 
exhibitions? 
 The first work day – Monday – ends with a party. Everybody drinks (or at 
least tastes) blue cocktails and eats bananas. This party is recorded in photographs, 
and it will end up, on Friday, as a work of art itself, as a work of art of one of the 
participants. And maybe this is true for everything that happens: whatever 15 artists 
(and some innocent bystanders) do inside of an exhibition space, it will become art. 
 
Tuesday 12th May 2009 
 
Paintings, like people, have characters that need to be respected and the effect of 
hanging can show them to their best advantage or constitute their downfall. 
– Diderot, d’Alembert, Encyclopédie 
 
One of the bystanders this week might not be that innocent, although his work was 
done before the work of the artists started on Sunday. He is an architect, his name is 
Andreas Müller, and he has made an architectural structure for the exhibition 
Temporary City. This artefact is a wooden transparent screen, made out of horizontal 
and vertical beams, that demarcates several perpendicular corners and half-open 
rooms inside of the exhibition venue. Under and above eye level two heavenly blue 
bars divide the space. The artists are using the following two terms: ‘space’ for the 
exhibition room and ‘structure’ for the architectural element. The architect – who, as 
has been said, just like every decent architect, has left the building shortly after the 
‘inhabitants’ arrived – has given no fixed rules on how this structure should be used. 
The works of art that will be involved in Temporary City are made up out of very 
different media: photographs, paintings, drawings, videos, performances, installations, 
sculptures, artefacts and in-situ interventions. Each artist now needs to find the right 
way of using the structure, in order to present his or her work – of course in mutual 
agreement with the other artists. 
 The historical walls of the former stable, in this old military complex in 
Kreuzberg, are littered with signs and remnants. It is therefore clear that something 
needed to be done; it would have been practically impossible to ‘use’ this space 
without an architectural intervention. But then again, the work of Andreas Müller is 
neither neutral nor innocent, because it is radically different (not white, not plane, not 
perpendicular), it will always be necessary to first look at the architecture – and then, 
only in the second instance, at the artworks. 
 Temporary City is an experiment with the powers that dominate art. But how 
much power from above can art shake down, without losing some of its own power? 
Is it possible for a work of art to create, by means of its own creator, its own way of 
showing itself? Some works of art are, for the moment, trudging their way through the 
inside of the space and the wood of the exhibition architecture – like Pac-Man does – 
by eating and directly digesting the structure. If a powerful element like an exhibition 
space or like an exhibition structure, is not only violated, but sometimes even 
radically altered in favour of the works on show, what is it that finally appears? The 
artists are not only pondering where to put or to install their works – they are 
wondering whether it is even possible in confrontation with the exhibition 
architecture. For now, on Tuesday evening, small and numerous points of a possible 
exhibition lie scattered in the exhibition space, like confetti after a party. 
 
Wednesday 13th May 2009 
 
Every non-deformed relationship is a donation. 
– Theodor W. Adorno 
 
The curatorial process is never innocent. It is always an interpretation of the work of 
art; without interpretation there can be no such thing as good curating. This does, of 
course, not imply that all interpretational activity is already done by the curator: an 
ideal exhibition is determined to such a degree that an aesthetic experience becomes 
possible. This is the democratic way in which art – and art only – can make things 
visible and negotiable. On the other hand, in the 21st century, an orientation towards 
the world is always clearly an address to the market. The curator knows best how to 
make art saleable – and nowadays, since curatorial practices are almost as competitive 
as artistic practices – how to make himself saleable.  
 One of the absences in the subsidised project, Temporary City, is the absence 
of the market. Of course, if someone wants to buy one of the works on show they will 
not be forbidden to do so. But the exhibition is not put together with the artworks (and 
their sale) in mind. And it is not made with the exhibition (and its clear meanings or 
curatorial concepts) in mind. It is made with the decision making of the artists in 
mind, and with their active, both singular and communal gift to the outside world. 
 That is why the rupture that the autonomy of Temporary City entails, is a 
rupture with the market and with art-as-discourse. The greatest difficulty that the 
artworks on show need to confront, is the difficulty of speaking to an audience 
without using this double classical language. This is a balance of the highest 
importance: on the one hand, to inform the audience (with the danger of irreversibly 
labelling the exhibition as nothing but an ‘interesting and sympathetic experiment’), 
and on the other hand to let it be moved as it has been moved since the 
commissioning of contemporary art (with the danger of offering only conceptual 
quicksand). 
 Midway through the process of making the exhibition, on Wednesday, the 
unknown visitor (his knowledge, his information, his expectations) is getting quite 
near and influential.  
 
Thursday 14th May 2009 
 
Berlin is a city condemned forever to becoming and never being. 
– Karl Scheffer, Berlin: Ein Stadtschicksal 
 
Today is my birthday, and what better way to spend one’s birthday than by roaming 
the streets and avenues of Berlin? The artists are shopping and gathering material in 
order to further define and make their exhibition. That might also be an opportunity, 
now that Temporary City is taking shape, to think about its title literally: in which 
way, and how much, does this exhibition resemble a temporary city? And because 
contemporary cities are as not as generic as is sometimes claimed: does this exhibition 
look like Berlin? 
 Like all great capitals of the world, Berlin is filled with meanings. It is not so 
much the city where history ended, as the city where the end of history, and the battle 
between the two main ideologies of the 20th century, is still eminently visible. The 
voids in the city – filled up with parking lots, parks, playgrounds – are staying empty. 
Their emptiness is what gives Berlin its character, its rather low density – and 
probably its phantom temporality as well. Because if Berlin is a vacant city, waiting to 
be filled up, repaired, ‘prothestised’ and completed – when exactly should this 
happen? And why hasn’t it happened yet? The constant changes that are taking place 
in Berlin, since the fall of the Wall, might be a more timeless, and an inherently 
modern feature.  
 Does the same apply to Temporary City? Differently put: will someone visit 
this exhibition like he or she would visit Berlin? Of course, Temporary City is 
‘temporary’ because it will disappear after 7th June 2009. And of course, every visit to 
this exhibition is only temporary. Just like that, every interpretation is personal and 
fleeting. But the extraordinary character of Temporary City (its organic growth, its 
experimental nature, its abandonment of safe structures) makes the art on display 
‘pure’, not bothered by thoughts or topics or convictions or fixed meanings. It is this 
state that is probably temporary as well – temporary, that is, just like Berlin. If the ‘art 
capital’ of Europe, together with Temporary City, is showing something, it might be 
that the end of history was nothing more than the true beginning of art. The presence 
of this undertaking is by no means coincidental. 
 
Friday 15th May 2009 
 
Art ‘works’ as long as the artist makes discoveries. 
 – Paul Valéry, Cahiers 
 
What is it that the first visitor on the opening night of the exhibition, Temporary City, 
sees? The exhibition space is rectangular, with a double entrance door in the middle 
of the largest side. The exhibition structure is still very much apparent, but parts of it 
have been moved or removed.  
 Right in front of the door stands a table with eight cakes coated with pictures 
of the party on Monday, entitled Temporary Cakes, and made by Anouk Kruithof. 
These cakes will have been eaten by the end of the opening night. Left of the table is a 
first painting by Nele Tas, entitled Görlitzer Park I, and behind this painting stands a 
sculpture by Tamara Van San. 
 In the left corner of the exhibition room lies a work of Sarah Westphal’s, 
depicting both a landscape and a raw material, flat on the ground. Nicolas Leus has 
changed the exhibition structure by making small adjustments here and in other places 
as well. In the adjoining corner hang paintings by Yoko Enoki. A ‘batik’ painting by 
Ada Van Hoorebeke is part of a larger installation with fruits and purple drinks called 
Sticky Tears part 1. 
Against the wall opposite the entrance, Anton Cotteleer has made one 
installation out of coloured pictures and real everyday cultural objects. Towering over 
this work, Katrin Plavcak has placed her two sculptures made out of steel, the 
Dreibeinigen Herrscher, on high legs. Nada Sebestyén has placed one of her 
sculptural objects made out of domestic, textile materials, next to the double wall 
which Stijn Van Dorpe has cut right through the exhibition structure, creating a work 
entitled Shortcut. On the other side of this work, on the opening night, a performance 
takes place staged by Paul Hendrikse and performed by the drummer Rudi 
Fischerlehner. The performance is titled Moby Dick and is a re-enactment of an 
intricate drum solo of the song Moby Dick by Led Zeppelin. Fischerlehner played the 
solo till he failed. On the other short side of the room, Ilke De Vries has made a small 
black viewing cubicle for her video Die Kirchweih, showing the passage of time 
around Volkspark Hassenheide. High on the wall, above the small exit, hangs a 
portrait drawing by Iris Van Dongen, resembling the singer Anthony. Cartoons made 
by Olivier Schrauwen comment on the process of Temporary City and are published 
in a weekly newspaper. 
 As soon as an exhibition opens, it wants to be noticed – by an audience, by the 
press and by history. Every exhibition and every single work of art places itself inside 
a tradition, but also looks forward to the future. This is even more the case with 
Temporary City: just like every ‘experimental’ act, it presents results that are only 
useful when they lie at the base of new experiments. In an over-curated era, in an art 
world where the power structures seem constantly out of balance, Temporary City 
wants to look for other ways of grouping works of art – of making an exhibition. The 
result shows that it is possible to view the entire exhibition as ‘meta-art’, as art that 
can only reflect on its own principles and promises. But on the other hand, the 
individual works remain accessible without being part of a larger narrative that limits 
their possible meanings or appearances. At the beginning of the 21st century, 
Temporary City shows that such an exhibition that guarantees this freedom (and thus 
secures the absence of money and of meaning) is possible when it is entirely made by 
a group of participating artists. Temporary City recovers the intimacy of a shared 
workspace, and by doing so, presents a possible discovery of every individual 
artwork. 
